
ill idea meets
By JIM MANN ",'
The Daily Inter Lake

The U.S. Army Corps'of Engineers
appears to have taken 'jan interest in
releasing water ovefcLJbby Dam's
spillway to boost flowjs intBe Koote-
nai River, an idea that is alfeady,
drawing stiff opposition. M, '

In a recent letter tp^e Ma&aiia
Department of Environmental Quali-
ty, the Corps raised the 'ideal; of adding
to peak flows from LiBfiy Dam by
releasing 5,000 cubic feet per second
over the spillway in's^fing 2004. Fol-
lowing the guidelines-qf a 2000 biologi-
cal opinion from the: $8. Fish and

i Wildlife Service, the .Gprps proposes
spilling an additional 5,000 cfs by
spring 2007. ";^.^'•

Montana officials say. the spills
would create dissolvecr gases in the
river that would exceed state water

quality standards and threaten trout
populations just below the dam. While
the letter does not expressly request J
it, exceeding state standards would
require approval from the state
Department of Environmental Quali-
ty.

"That's the direction they are
going," said Lincoln County Commis-
sioner Rita Windom. "We are going to
lobby very heavily for DEQ to deny
that. It's harmful to resident fish. It
has an impact on our water quality, it
has an impact on our base of recre-
ation on the river, and it opens the
door to larger, more prolonged releas-
es in the future."

The Corps letter says that measures /
have been considered to lessen the
impacts of increasing releases, includ-
ing the possible installation of an i
additional turbine at Libby Dam. But ,
none of those measures could be •
implemented by next spring. j

Evan Lewis, fisheries'biologist with
the Seattle District Office of the
Corps, .said the intent is to comply
with the biological opinion. Montana
does not have a formal waiver process
to exceed water quality standards, as
other states do, but the^state's . ...
approval will be necessary, he said.

"We're looking for some way to-
reach an agreement with;the ;state,. ,,.
something that they can be comfort-
able with," Lewis said. "' .

Fish and Wildlife Seryice officials
contend higher flows will benefit the
sturgeon population, protected as a .
threatened species, by scouring out'
river-bottom cobble in an: area where
sturgeon are known to spawn down-
stream near Bohners Ferry, Idaho..

But Montana officials.are certain ...'
the proposed spills will harm trout
and they are not convinced the
elevated spring flows will be enough
to flush out sediments in the lower

river. • . . . • • ' . . ; . . - , . ' : . ' . • / ' . * . - • : ' :
Brian Marotz, spedisil fisheries-pro-

jects manager, for Montana Fish,-,V
Wildlife and Parks, said he.believ'e's
that much higher flows will be .neces-
sary to clean out the'river; ah'd hfe'lv
predicted tliat higfr tlbvre '')frilt •be'.ppUt
ically unacceptable, particularly for!
people who h'ye alpng.the i6^er,V:.
Kootenai Riverr;:'' *';?$ ?*:-j? '('• ^ 'wi^i&f

Marotz said;he shares conceit;-'-:
aboutCwildi sturgeon reproductiohii,^
the Kpptenai River,, which" reached'v
peak flows of 62,000 ta 70;o6o'cfs'prior
to construction of Libby .Dam., '.'i ,S-%;

Now peak flows are rpuigjjy^h'alf•'.".:
that volume, but the .prpblem witti;.
reproduction cannot be "tied excliiy .
sively to peSk-flows,'- Marptz-said. '..,

"We know adults 'are spawning ;

even at lower flows, as evidenced by
eggs," he said.1 , . '
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i The problem appears to lie
| in the period after .adult stur-
geon spawri -^ a time that
'begins after peak flows, he
Isaid. And that partially, points
jto the issue of where fish are
ispawning rather, than how; ,.
;much water is'ih the river,
i If the government 'cannot
Ipump enough water 'through :

;the river channel t& flush out
•sediments, he said, then it . .
Ineeds to consider/other meth-
ods to improve sturgeon repro-
jduction. Suggested measures •
]include modifying'the riyer.,
•channel to increase .velocities
lat lower flows, or netting adult,
;salmoh and trahs'pbrtlhg Aem
•upstream.. :, "
! But as far as dam operations
'are concerned, Marotz favors a

tana's members on the North-
west Power and Conservation
Council, said he too is con-
cerned about the spills.

"The benefit appears to be
speculative at best, while our
Fish; Wildlife and Parks agen-
cy, is real convinced of the
.harm of an extended exposure
offish to dissolved gas levels,"
he said.

Hines is also concerned
about how spilling water will
effect water management
strategies, backed by Montana
arid-recently endorsed by the
^>bwer and conservation coun-
•cil-'-.-,v- - '

Hines questions whether
.that water can be provided,
given that the federal govern-
ment also calls on Libby Dam
to'provide late-summer releas-

s a , es to boost flqws in .the lower. ,
'̂i^Uri^Riyer. systei^Pv^,

Without._ r
:theUani, followed'by 'a gradual1,
reduction in releases through
•the summer into September:

"In most years,"there's not
enough water to have a big
peak and have a gradual
declining flow after the peak,"
he said.

John Hines, one of Mon-

"There*s only so much water
-•in a system and if you spill

that water early on, it appears
you have less water available
for summer flow augmenta-
tion," he said.

Hines said Montana DEQ
officials have assured him that
if a waiver to water quality
standards were to be consid-

ered, the department would
hold public hearings.

The push and pull over more
water for sturgeon has worked
its way into the legal system.
The Center for Biological
Diversity has sued the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, call-
ing for increased flows from
Libby Dam.

In«arly summer 2002,
unpredicted runoff led to an
unscheduled spill at Libby
Dam that caused gas-bubble
trauma in fish below the dam.

"We didn't have a massive
die-off or anything, but gases
can have long-term effects."
Marotz said. "We're definitely
not in favor of a spill exceed-
ing state water quality stan-
dards ... because of the impor-
tant tailwater fishery that is
.right.below.the dam."

cerns about proposals to spill
water from Libby Dam,
because doing so will change
elevations in Lake Koocanusa
and Kootenay Lake, both of
which extend into Canada.

Reporter Jim Mann may be
reached at 758-4407 or by e-mail
at jmann@dailyinterlake.com


